In the last decade Vietnam experienced rapid economic growth. The fast growing economy in turn attracted large numbers of international companies and their managers to set up shop on its shores. This paper reviews the relevant literature and draws from interviews with experienced international managers in Ho Chi Minh City or HCMC to identify the issues they faced when communicating with the local employees at work. This paper highlights the importance of knowing and understanding the different perspectives on communication.
Introduction

Background to the Study
Vietnam has been described as a country undergoing change (Nguyen & Robinson, 2010) . The changes have been particularly pronounced in its economy. In 1986, after years of disappointing economic growth and runaway inflation, the socialist government embarked on 'doi moi' or economic reform. The primary aim of 'doi moi' was to stimulate economic activity by reforming state owned enterprises, encouraging small privately owned businesses and attracting foreign direct investments (Rowley & Truong, 2009) . Until recently 'Doi Moi' achieved tremendous success. Gross domestic product or GDP growth in Vietnam, averaged more than 7% a year from 1995 to 2011. This was only slightly lower than China's average growth of 10% (World Bank, 2013) . More recently inflationary pressures and weak demand from the global economic crisis dented Vietnam's economy to produce lackluster growth averaging 5% a year. Nonetheless, Vietnam's economy remain robust and economic growth is expected to rebound to more than 7% a year from 2015 as the world economy and the world demand for goods recovers (EIU, 2013).
Significance of the Study
The rapid growth in Vietnams' economy in turn brought in many international companies of repute. These companies which were in such short supply just over a decade ago now ply their trade alongside domestically grown state and privately owned enterprises. These companies however did not only bring in international practices but also international managers. Due to a combination of factors including the lack of skilled and qualified personnel, many of these companies introduced expatriate managers to work with the local employees.
Objective of This Study
The purpose of this paper is to explore the concerns that the foreign managers have when communicating with their employees at work in HCMC, Vietnam. The aim is to explore in depth the communication concerns or communication issues at work from the foreign managers' perspective. Further, the issues raised would be examined from the perspective of culture and communication at work. Intuitively the managers and their employees come from different backgrounds and training and would think and behave differently. The plan of this paper is as follows.
In the first section, this paper will briefly review the literature on culture and communication. In the second section, the sample managers interviewed and the methodology used will be explained. The results of the sample study are displayed in the third section. In the fourth section we will discuss the results and recommend actions that the foreign managers can implement to facilitate workplace communication.
Literature Review
What is Culture?
Culture has been described as values and beliefs that a group of people share (Samovar, Porter, & McDaniel 2009; Lustig & Koester, 2010) . Each cultural group would have a set of values that would determine for them what is right and wrong or good and bad (Hofstede, 2001) . Between 1967 and 1973, Hofstede interviewed IBM employees working in more than 50 countries (Hofstede, 1980) . Based on these interviews, Hofstede identified four value dimensions that set cultures apart, namely individualism-collectivism, power distance, uncertainty avoidance and masculinity-femininity.
Power distance generally refers to the distribution of power (Hofstede, 1980) . Cultures can view hierarchy quite differently. Whilst high power distance cultures observe hierarchy, low power distance cultures advocate egalitarian practices. Uncertainty avoidance on the other hand refers to accepted levels of ambiguity or uncertainty (Hofstede, 1980) . High uncertainty avoidance cultures are generally wary of uncertainties and risks. Low uncertainty avoidance cultures on the other hand embrace uncertainties as challenges to overcome.
Masculinity in turn refers to the emphasis placed on masculine values (Hofstede, 1980) . In essence masculine cultures focus on achievement and advancement, whereas feminine cultures highlight quality of life and good relationships (Hofstede, 1980) . Individualism finally refers to the significance or importance placed on the individual (Hofstede, 1980) . With individualistic cultures the focus is on individual goals and independence. On the other hand, with collectivistic cultures the focus is on group goals and interdependence (Triandis, 1995) .
Vietnamese Work Culture
The Vietnamese work culture has been described by various authors as collectivistic and hierarchical, with higher levels of uncertainty avoidance (Zhu, 2003; Quang & Vuong, 2002 , Berrel, Wright, & Hoa, 1999 . Several studies have referred to the Vietnamese inclination towards the collective. For example, Kamoche (2001) observed that in Vietnam, employees are often expected to put employer's interests first. In turn the employers' are expected to take care of their employees like family. There will be a 'loss of face' if either parties fail to live up to expectations. This practice is a result of the strong Confucian influence on Vietnamese social life that commenced more than a thousand years ago. Nonetheless Zhu (2003) noted that this age old practice is being challenged in modern Vietnam today. Younger, more qualified employees are apparently more willing to abandon this paternalistic relationship to pursue greener pastures elsewhere.
A number of studies have also suggested the Vietnamese inclination towards power distance, albeit depending on context. Quang and Vuong (2002) study on state owned and privately owned companies in Vietnam, for example found the preferred management style to be familial and directive. The joint ventures on the other hand were more inclusive and participative. In a more recent study, Vo and Hannif (2013) observed the same. They noted that the local companies may be more autocratic and collective but the multinationals and the joint ventures were decidedly more participative. Contrary to expectations, the employees in these companies expressed much enthusiasm at being able to contribute to the organization. The younger employees especially appeared to expect autonomy and participation as given.
Other studies indicated the Vietnamese inclination for avoiding uncertainty. Berrell, Wright and Hoa (1999) observed that the Vietnamese employees exhibited behaviours that preclude uncertainties. This included a preference for job security and a clearly defined career path. Quang and Vuong (2002) similarly noted that the Vietnamese employees can often feel threatened by ambiguity. To avoid this rather uncomfortable situation, All the managers had more than two years' experience managing and working with the local employees. They ranged in age from 30 to 55 years. They were also recommended by the various trade groups, chambers of commerce and business acquaintances. Demographic details of the samples are included in appendix 1. To ensure privacy and confidentiality, the names of all participants were replaced with synonyms. Field work in HCMC took place between 2010 and 2011. After the initial pilot interviews, a set of interview questions was developed. Probing questions were used to help the participants relate their experiences including, what were the concerns the managers had with regards to communication? Why were they a concern? What did the managers think was the cause or reason for their concern? What did they do next? What did they want the employees do to encourage communication?
All the interviews were conducted by the researcher. Permission to tape record the interviews was obtained from most of the managers. Two of the managers however declined permission due to privacy concerns. As such only key words and ideas were jotted down. The interviews ranged in duration from an hour to an hour and a half each. Field notes were taken during and immediately after the interviews to record any insights gained and questions raised. Any queries were followed up with phone calls or emails to the respondents. The researcher transcribed more than half the recorded interviews. The rest of the transcripts were completed by a hired help. The researcher would however review the transcripts to make sure they were verbatim.
The interview transcripts were analysed using the grounded theory, constant comparative method described by Strauss and Corbin (1990) . An iterative process of carefully reading the interview data and coding the emerging patterns was developed to generate the themes or categories associated with the participants perceptions of communication issues at work. To ensure accuracy and reliability the researcher also got a colleague to review and analyse a couple of the interview transcripts. Differences in opinions were discussed at length and reconciled. The themes or categories generated are described in the next section.
Results
Communicating with the Vietnamese Employees: The Foreign Managers Views
The foreign managers regularly mentioned the difficulty of finding the 'right' employees. They had no problems attracting candidates to apply for positions in the company. Nevertheless recruiting employees who fit their needs and requirements remained a challenge.
Work Orientation
One concern that the managers had was work independence. More specifically the managers wanted the employees to be able to plan and organize their own work. This includes the employees' completing assigned work, following up on issues and adhering to agreed timeline. For several of the managers their employees' disappointed in this respect. One manager remarked,
'I try not to tell them what to do. I let them think about what they have to do first. But what I realize after a while, things don't get done. Maybe they did not think that I was serious enough about it.'
The affected managers grumbled that they often had to give the employees specific instructions. The younger employees especially would do well with specific instructions but would falter when the managers neglected to do so. The managers also groused that they had to constantly remind the employees to follow up on issues or to warn them of impending deadlines. Discussions with the managers revealed their deep seated disdain for the reminders. The general feeling is they should not be telling or reminding the employees what to do all the time as they had other more urgent matters to attend to.
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Work Communication
The other concern that was discussed was work communication or rather the lack of it. Niggling frustrations were expressed over the lack of communication coming from their employees. The managers clamored for more communication including asking questions and giving feedback. The managers were especially concern with asking questions. The general feeling was asking question is most important but the employees were not doing enough of it. The following comment highlights the managers' sentiments,
'I'd rather the employees over -communicate than under-communicate. I'd rather they ask me the same question 10 times and get it right than once and make all kinds of mistakes.'
The managers implored the employees to ask questions, especially with regards to job instructions. The managers wanted the employees to question them if they are not clear on job instructions. Even when the employees are quite sure on what to do, the employees should still confirm with the managers to ensure the right 'direction' and best 'approach.' Most importantly, the employees should not assume they know what the managers want and make unnecessary mistakes.
The managers also appealed for more feedback from the employees. The managers highlighted two types of feedback, namely feedback on job progress and feedback on job issues. The managers were particularly concerned with feedback on job progress. They desired to be kept informed on the goings on of a job as much as possible. Revealingly, the managers noted that the feedback was less about keeping tabs on the employees than about helping the employees complete their jobs. Apparently the employees do not do enough of that leaving them fearing for the worst all the time. One manager remarked, The managers also sought feedback on job issues. The managers wanted to be kept informed on issues and problems that may affect job quality and delivery. This included mistakes and oversights made by the employees. From the managers' perspective, feedback on job issues is most important to ensure that remedial steps be taken to address the issues as soon as possible. Several of the managers however observed the employees' reticence.
One manager talked about his employees not wanting to bring 'bad news' for fear they would be blamed. Another manager remarked that his employees would be quite 'un-communicative … especially if they like have done something wrong or they think that they have made a mistake.'
Work Language
Finally, concerns were expressed on the employees' language ability. Several of the managers indicated that they had few problems with language at work. Apparently, one of the major employee selection criteria for the managers interviewed is language proficiency. Recruitment wise, only employees with a high standard of English are ever considered for selection. Other managers however tended to differ. Questions were still raised on their employees' command of the language in terms of vocabulary and depth of understanding.
The employees' vocabulary or lack of it including jargon was a bane to some of the managers. Jargons are www.ccsenet.org/ijbm
International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 10, No. 4; simply technical words specific to an industry. To succeed at work, employees are generally required to have a minimum knowledge of the jargon. The managers however observed that their employees often struggled with even basic jargon. Other managers were more concerned with depth of understanding. They talked about their employees having limited understanding of the many words used at work. The impression was the employees knew the words but they did not understand them or they understand them quite differently.
Importantly, the perceived deficit in vocabulary and understanding presented the managers with considerable challenges. Several of the managers pointed out that they had difficulty getting their employees to understand job instructions. They grumbled about the need to review job instruction over and over again. Other managers remarked that their employees' often struggled to analyse issues in work reports. Apparently the reports produced would lack depth of insight and be peppered with grammatical mistakes.
Accordingly the managers would have to spend an inordinate amount of time editing the report which they were not particularly keen on. Some of the managers found the language situation exasperating. They did not mind taking time off to explain job instructions or to edit reports. Nevertheless, the general feeling is this is not what they should be doing all the time. Going over the basics of language with the employees distracts the managers from other more urgent matters.
Discussions
The dominant theme coming from the interviews is the lack of communication. The managers were concerned with the lack of communication including feedback and questioning. The managers' concerns correspond with previous studies in Western individualistic culture. In an early study on work communication in the United States, DiSalvo, Larsen and Seilor (1976) found that managers desired their employees to be able to give feedback and engage in discussion. More recently, Hawkins and Fillion (1999) observed that for managers, effective communication includes use of clear language and questioning.
The focus on communication comes in part from the emphasis on work independence. Work independence or autonomy is a work practice that is favored by individualistic cultures (Erez, 2010) . The belief is work independence would make for a more commited and motivated employee. Enabling the employees to take on responsibilities and be rewarded for it should spur the employees to work harder. The work practice however increases the requirement for communication. With work independence, feedback is most important as the managers' still needs to know what is going on. Autonomy also requires the the employees to come forward with questions when in doubt.
The managers' desire for communication nevertheless faces a number of challenges. Various writers observed the challenges of communication in collective cultures. Members of collective cultures such as the Vietnamese have been described as being anxious or apprehensive over talk (Gudykunst & Ting Toomey, 1988) . When they do talk, they are likely to be implicit and indirect (Hall, 1976) , modest and passive (Lustig & Koester, 2010) and obliging and avoiding (Trubisky et al., 1991) , especially in difficult situations
One factor contributing to the reticence is hierarchical roles. Gudykunst and Ting Toomey (1988) noted that communication for collectivistic cultures tends to be contextual. That is, what and how they communicate depend very much on the situation including the status and roles of the communicators. In schools, the teachers instruct. The students, on the other hand defer to the teachers (Hwa-Froelich & Westby, 2003) . At work, the managers direct. The employees in turn do not challenge or disagree with their managers (Dickson, DenHartog & Mitchelson, 2003) . They prefer to be 'to be told what to do' (Hofstede, 2010, p. 73) .
Closely linked to roles is consideration for others. When communicating, members of collective cultures are constraint by the issue of 'other face ' (Ting & Toomey, 1994) . The idea is, it is most important to not offend or embarass important others when speaking. Any communication should be discrete or indirect to maintain good relations and harmony. In organizations, this concern for 'other face' would invariably prevent employees from giving feedback or giving suggestions (Aycan, 2004) . Negative feedback or criticisms to more senior personnel would be especially avoided. Less than positive feedback should be avoided not only to prevent incidents of face loss but also to circumvent undesirable consequences.
There is also the inherent negative perception of talk. Lustig and Koester (2010) (Thang et al., 2007; Borton, 2000) . Close relations can be facilitated in part by showing interest in the employees. Showing interest in turn can be demonstrated by the managers inquiring their employees of their wellbeing and pitching in to help. This can be further augmented by the adoption of the open door policy. That is, employees should be able walk into the managers' office and share their concerns or difficulties without any feelings of fear or anxiety. Close relations can also be gained by the manager 'hanging' out with their employees at informal events such as the after office hours drinks and the occasional birthday parties or wedding dinners. Mingling with the employees at these events is most important as the managers' not only get to connect with their employees', but the managers' also get to better understand them.
Build Empathy or Understanding
Understanding the employees is vital to connecting with them deeply. Several of the managers mentioned the importance of listening and understanding 'where the employees are coming from.' This includes adapting their ways of doing things to that of the employees. Empathetic understanding and adaptation on the managers' part would in turn demonstrate respect and draw the employees to work more closely with them. In contrast, insisting on one's way of doing things is a sure way to disaffect and alienate the employees. Apparently the foreign managers don't do enough of that. Instead of listening to the employees and adapting, the managers would often insist that the employees follow them. One manager described it this way, Effective communication requires skills such as the ability to explain, clarify, persuade, argue and question. These skills do not come naturally but need to be worked at gradually. New recruits particularly may lack the necessary skills. Nguyen and Robinson (2010) talked about the current education system that does not do enough to prepare the employees for the modern workplace. This lack of skills in turn may hold the employees back from interacting with the managers. Thus training the employee in the requisite skills is most important to make them more confident and more willing to communicate.
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Provide for Individual Coaching and Mentoring
Classroom training should be supplemented with individual coaching and mentoring. Classroom training is useful in dispensing knowledge information. Imparting intricate work skills gained from personal experiences however may require on the job coaching and mentoring. Coaching is particularly pertinent in Vietnam as it allows the managers to develop close relations with the employee and at the same time assist them in acquiring the skills necessary to succeed at work today. Proper guidance would ensure the employees not only survive but thrive in the new work environment. In Vietnam, differences in power and status can adversely affect communication. As such, managers should take steps to reduce the differential. The question is how? One way hierarchy can be allayed is by developing close relations. Close relations does not only improve relations but it also reduces hierarchy (Thang et al., 2007) . Aycan (2004) talked about the manager being both a boss and a friend to the employee. The ability of the manager to manage the dual role is central to successful interaction with the employees.
Hierarchy can also be reduced by not micromanaging the employees. Managers should avoid any inclination to direct and monitor what the employees do all the time. One manager talked about 'sharing' rather than 'lecturing' when giving employees direction to get their 'buy in'. Another manager talked about, 'showing' the employees what to do rather than telling them what to do to encourage cooperation. Additionally managers should avoid disparaging the employees harshly for mistakes made. Instead more effort should be made to show the employees where they went wrong and how they can improve. The focus should be on fixing the problem rather finding someone to blame.
Finally hierarchy can be reduced by the use of technology. Differential powers are less pronounced in emails and instant messages as there are fewer formalities or protocols to be concerned with. Younger employees' especially, who are more familiar with the medium would find it less intimidating to speak up to higher authorities. Additionally, emails provide the employees' a tool to better express themselves. Face to face communication often put the employees in a spot to explain or to clarify their ideas quickly. Emails in contrast allow the employees' the luxury of time to look up the dictionary and find suitable words to construct sentences that would better convey their ideas. As result, employees who are less articulate and less expressive would be more willing and more confident to communicate.
Conclusion
This study revealed the challenges foreign managers in Vietnam face in getting the employees to communicate including giving feedback and asking questions. The disinclination or the inability to communicate up to their managers' remains a key concern as reflected in a number of studies conducted locally (World Bank, 2012 Vol. 10, No. 4; traditional collective cultures. Nguyen and Robinson (2010) and World Bank (2013) however all talked about Vietnam being a country that is undergoing rapid change. On the one hand the economy is slowly but surely transforming from a centrally planned to an open, market economy. On the other, the economy is depending more on manufacturing and services for growth than its previous mainstay, agriculture. This turn of events requires corresponding changes in labor requirements. There is a greater demand today for workers that have the skills set that matches the manufacturing and service sector than the agricultural sector.
To survive in the workplace, employees have to adapt to the new work environment by acquiring new more relevant skills including communication. This adjustment should be considerably hastened by the employees' industry. Interviews with the managers all point to the employees' tremendous willingness to learn and to work hard to achieve success.
One manager described the dynamism of the Vietnamese employees this way, 'There is a popular saying that the Vietnamese work, the Cambodian watch, and the Laotian sleep. I think it's an excellent characterization of these three Indochinese countries. The people here are so energetic and dynamic'. Nonetheless the manager can assist the employees along with the adjustment process. Correspondingly this study made several recommendations to managers to encourage more communication at work including building close relations at work and building informal structures in the organization to facilitate communication.
Finally, this exploratory study suggests several areas for further investigation. For a start, it would be invaluable to study the employees' experience of communication at work and what do they think are the issues at work. They would have different perspectives on matters due to their very different backgrounds and training. More studies should also be conducted on upward communication or the lack of it in the Vietnam context. A constant theme from this study is the employees' reticence in communicating up to their managers. There has been an increasing interest in the subject matter in the US recently (Milliken, Morrison, & Hewlin, 2003) due in part to its perceived less than positive effects on organizational performance. Similar studies should be made to study the extent of the effects on organizations in Asia. 
Copyrights
Copyright for this article is retained by the author(s), with first publication rights granted to the journal.
This is an open-access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/).
